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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

ByM. W. MEYERHARDT, Clark University

For the purpose of obtaining an insight into the views of
Paul Natorp as representative of German social-pedagogy a
division of his writings into three groups appears most con
venient.

( I) His earlier writings, which served as the basis for his
principal work.

(2) His ((S ozialpiidagogik," which has been called the
classical work of German social-pedagogy.

(3) His later publications, in which he modifies, or elab
orates on, former views.

The term ,. Sozialpiidagogik," as is well known, is not of
his making, for Diesterweg had used the term before him.
As a matter of fact, an article by Natorp entitled" Zur Schul
frage," published in Ethische Kultur in April 1893, does not
contain the term, although the problems involved in it are
already touched upon. In arguing for the establishment of
a real " Volkschule" he points out that the maxim, unefface
ably stamped upon pedagogical science since the days of
Pestalozzi, Fichte and Schleiermacher, namely, that "rank
and class distinctions are utterly out of place in the sphere
of education," has been lost sight of by all political parties
save one, the social-democracy. This demand, nevertheless,
is the irremissible basis, and thus an integral part, of every
democratic and truly liberal educational scheme. Popular
education, in the true sense of the term, is not that which
provides for equality merely in the common schools but that
which, in the higher as well as in the lower institutions, rather
than social standing and parental wealth, regards the pupil's
mental endowment as the sole criterion in determining the
extent of educational opportunity.

In the latter part of this article he discusses in a pre
liminary manner the subject which furnished the topic for his
next publication, entitled "Religion innerhalb der Grenzen
der Humanitat, Ein Kapitel zur Grundlegung der Sozial
padagogik." It is here that the term" Sozialpiidagogik" first
occurs. This fact, however, is but secondarily responsible for
bringing the essay more properly into the realm of the new
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52 PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

concept. Primarily it is the precise language in which his
ideas are couched,-its joyful freshness, emanating obviously
from a consciousness of unfolding a newly discovered treas
ure,-which stamps the concept with a clearness not essen
tially enhanced by any of his later writings. Add thereto the
tone of deep conviction which rings in his words and the fact
that they clearly expressed what many but dimly felt, and
it is easy to understand why by his adherents this one is con
sidered the most felicitous of all his works, and why even
those unable to subscribe to his views acknowledge the spark
of genius in the man.

The aim of the book is described as a proposition for peace;
an attempt to rediscover the ground of unity of religion, but
"only in humanity itself." In order to ascertain whether or
not there is in it a place for religion it is first necessary to
define the meaning of humanity. Humanity, Natorp holds,
means the truly human in man developed into a dominant
dynamic motive. It therefore implies as an essential condi
tion that, closely allied with a harmonious development of
human nature in all directions, there be present in the indi
vidual a potential interest in human society as a whole. Out
of the latter, in so far as truly human content is concerned,
the individual is evolved and into it he must grow by means
of activities which are based on and directed toward culture.
And culture, not only in the lower but even in the highest
sense, is simply the unavoidable reduction of individual life
to that of the community. The ordinary man, to be sure, is
satisfied to eat and sleep day in and day out and to partake
with dulled senses of the pleasures which the work of others
has rendered accessible; and with equally indolent ease he
sips of mental food as if humanity, throughout the centuries,
had used its brains merely for the purpose of bringing forth
just him and to give, in the fruits of its labor, some content
to his empty hours,-some imaginary value to his existence.
The more highly educated, on the other hand, know only too
well how small a part of the individual's mental possessions
has been worked out by himself; how in everything which
he manages to produce all humanity has had a hand and that
the essentially new, his own contribution, is hardly worthy of
mention. From this knowledge emanates the conviction that
the culture of man is possible only by congregating individuals
in a totality of workers,-in an organization of work. Only
by such an arrangement can the demand for a harmonious
development of all human forces, and of each force in its
essential direction, be met. For, after all, to measure the
value of one's work on the scale of total human achievements,
that alone is ethical culture. "Not to merely fit oneself as
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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 53

well as possible into one's limited circumstances and there to
do one's best is the end of ethical culture, but to recognize
one's relation to the whole human community as it is, as it
has been, and as it will be, and to adjust one's aims accord
ingly, that really means to share in humanity; that means
to be cultured in the truly human sense of the term."

" Can there be something still higher?" Natorp asks. And
he answers: Ostensibly there is, namely, religion. But, he
continues, were that the case, what would be the import of
religion for humanity? Could it supersede or perhaps replace
it? Many answer this question by radically asserting that
religion is an individual affair which has nothing whatever
to do with humanity. _That is the position of the most honest
and intelligent of her opponents who argue that religion on
her own accord has taken a place outside the great common
problems of human culture. This position, however, is hardly
tenable since all the higher forms of religion evince a tendency
toward an almost opposite conception. In the monotheism of
the second jesaja God is conceived as merely the highest
product of human consciousness,-the ideal man. Again, in
the original form of Christianity, Christ, in his person, repre
sents merely the elevation of humanity to deity. To found
the Kingdom of God on earth in the hearts of men, in the
fact of man loving man, that was the high meaning of Chris
tianity. The rediscovery of it was the merit of Luther who,
by emphasizing the maxim that the good must be done not
for the sake of God or a future life but for the sake of fellow
man, accentuated the ethical ground of religion. Moreover,
whoever wishes to eliminate religion or to isolate it in the
narrow enclosure of the individual must bear in mind that,
in doing so, he parts company not only with the prophets,
the founders and reformers of religion, but with the men of
the Aufkliirung, Lessing, Kant, Fichte, yes even Gothe and
Schiller, who in their essence cannot be understood without
an insight into the universally human meaning of the name
of God. In brief, Natorp contends that religion, or the belief
in God, represents not only: the far off ideal of a more moral
and a more perfect future state of humanity on earth but
that it includes the immediate and living certainty of the
good in the world,-in the hearts of men and above them.
This certaintv is derived from the fundamental nature of the
psychologicai root of all religion, namely, feeling, which is
to be regarded not as a separate sphere of consciousness and
apart from cognition, volition, and creative imagination, but
as their common fundamental psychic force. Feeling repre
sents the whole Innerlichkeit of psychic life. It is the sub
jective reaction to the whole content which happens to be
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54 PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

present in consciousness and is an inseparable component
thereof. Formless itself, it is the infinity of that in it which
strives for a form that prevents clear utterance. In this
Urelement of feeling we must look for the life of religion,
whose peculiar essence is nothing else than infinite, formless
feeling striving for unconditional predominance and aspiring
to universality in spite of all other content of consciousness.
Religion wants to be the feeling of the infinite; it is rather
the infinity of feeling. This .is proven by the fact that we
make the infinite the object of this feeling. Now it is in the
fact that in religion feeling wants to posit an object of its
own that there arises the danger of transcendence in a theo
retical as. well as in an ethical direction. For there is to all
arguments against such a procedure always the same answer,
namely, " we derive it from feeling, and is not this likewise a
kind of cognition and even the most immediate and certain? "
This dictum, however, Natorp contends, is unsupportable.
Feeling, he explains, represents the inner continuity, the in
divisible unity, of conscious life and as such is destined to
connect most intimately the three content giving instances of
mind, namely, science, ethics, and art, and to reduce them
to their common subjective source. But the positing of a
new object by feeling through religion is a mere illusion. Con
sciousness, and all that is a part thereof, is unable to transcend
the human, hence there remains for such a course a mere
subjectively sufficient reason.

From all this it follows that everything in religion which
is based on the true and genuine ground of feeling is tenable
and justifiable. As to the trueness of feeling, however, feel
ing itself cannot be the judge, but rather science, ethics, and
art, and their content. Thus, religion, with all its claims and
all its worth, is included in the limits of humanity.

But, though the concept humanity embraces the moment of
community, there still arises the question: What is the rela
tion of feeling, and through it of religion, to the community?
This question is answered by Natorp as follows: Although
feeling is placed in the domain of the individual, the force
of emotional life does not exert a disconnective influence; nor
does .individuality mean isolation. On the contrary, the soul,
soaring ever higher and higher, reaches up to the soul of
the universe; but this is no longer a universe of things, but an
inner universe in which everything human flows into unity
and community. With the abandonment of the pernicious
claim of transcendence the place of a deity in feeling is taken
by humanity itself, that is to say, humanity as idea; and not
as that of an eternally far off aim but, corresponding to the
character of feeling, as idea in its most intimate relation to
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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 55

real life, of which we ourselves and our human brethren are
a part.

The introduction of this idea into the reality of human
existence is the theme of a pedagogy which Natorp calls
((Sozialpiidagogik." Theoretically its task is "the investiga
tion of the social conditions of culture and the culture con
ditions of social life, and this on the just supposition that
the form of society is subject to change."

Natorp's next two works were of an historical nature and
served to illuminate in part the background in which his
social-pedagogical ideas germinated,-a background which is
more completely revealed in his later work: "Gesammelte
Abhandlungen zur Sozialpadagogik."

The influence of Kantian thought on his philosophical
foundation of pedagogy is easily recognized in all his writings.
As a matter of fact, in the Kantian maxim, "always act so
as to use humanity, in thy own person as well as in that of
others, as an end and never as a means," Natorp thinks we
must acknowledge the solution of socialism as ethical idea.

Natorp's demand for a national school points back to Plato
and to Condorcet. He combats as mistaken that unfortunately
but too frequently encountered point of view which is unable
to find in the history of the past anything more than a mere,
and superficial, preservation of what has perished. To
Natorp, on the contrary, the Platonic state as idea, and in
its social-pedagogical import, is a propelling thought and a
culture moment of all times. In Plato's conception of the
state we have the classical view of that indisputable truth
" that, while community, on the one hand, presupposes human
culture and is conditioned thereby, on the other hand, com
munity conditions and determines human culture." "Social
life, as does the individual, includes three functions: To im
pulse, will and reason, in the latter, correspond economical
life, and the power of discipline and legislation, in the former."
" Culture of the individual, in the proper sense of the term,
and the development of social life are most intimately con
nected." "The highest demand made by the ideal State is
that all our doing be based on one aim in life, namely, the
common good. A primary condition of this is harmonious
cooperation of the three fundamental functions of the indi
vidual, but, on the other hand, this is surely to be attained
only when the totality of individuals also is aiming at a
similar harmony of life." These are the essential points of
the Platonic doctrine of the State whose validity, in Natorp's
opinion, cannot possibly be disputed. Since the school, so to
speak, is the State on a smaller scale, it should serve the pur
pose of accustoming the pupil to the social orders. To that
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56 PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

end the school must appropriately conform to public life and
be organized accordingly, that is to say, as a national school.
From the same principle the whole content and method of
school education can be derived.

An almost inexhaustible source of inspiration to Natorp,
obviously, was Pestalozzi. It is due perhaps to no small
extent to his Pestalozzian studies that the world to-day begins
to appreciate the magnitude of the latter's pedagogical insight;
the fact that his real greatness rests in the socialistic spirit
of his pedagogy, in his recognition of the close connection
between the social problem and true human culture, and that
at a time when a social problem did not exist, or rather when
it had ha-rdly risen above the threshold of human conscious
ness. In his "Pestalozzi's Ideen iiber Arbeiterbildung und
soziale Frage" Natorp's views are based chiefly upon Pesta
lozzi's "Meine Nachforschungen iiber den Gang der Natur
in der Entwickelung des Menschengeschlechts," a work which
Pestalozzi himself judges very severely and which to his con
temporaries remained a book with seven seals. But, writes
Natorp, in radical acuteness this work comes up to Rousseau,
in depth of conception, in power of abstraction and in phil
osophical insight it surpasses him. The development of merely
social to ethical right; the gruff declining of all philanthropy
in the form of alms and hospitals, by which " right is buried
in the dung-pit of mercy;" the social-political and social
pedagogical import of physical work in the community; his
religion, which is "nothing else than the divine spark of my
nature and my power to judge myself within myself,-to con
demn and to absolve;" all this acts, in the prophetic poetry,
and force and depth of foresight, as one great appeal to the
present age.

The work through which Natorp became best known in
educational circles is entitled: "Herbart, Pestalozzi und die
heutigen Aufgaben der Erziehungslehre." It assumes through
out the character of a declaration of war against Herbartian
ism. Although the negative aspects of these polemics present
many interesting points, this is not the place for their dis
cussion. The positive views resulting from this study are
found in a later work, his "Allgemeine Padagogik in Leitsatzen
zu akademischen Vorlesungen" which deserves discussion at
somewhat greater detail, more particularly since it embodies
in a succinct form the gist of his principal work: "Sozial
padagogik," and again, since in the' latter his investigations
are concentrated on the formation of the will,-intellectual
and aesthetical culture being considered only in so far as they
are involved in this problem,-whereas here all three are
given a fundamentally equal position.
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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 57

With typical German thoroughness Natorp begins at the
bottom with a definition of the term "education." To edu
cate, as in the world of plants and animals, means " to induce
normal growth by means of proper treatment or care." The
term therefore refers to the distinction and reciprocal relation
of nature and culture. It presupposes (I) the possibility of
growth,-the progressive development of natural endowments
to a certain height, to be attained under normal conditions;
and (2) the possibility of enhancing this growth by special
care without which the end would be not so well, or not at
all, attained. The first proposition involves aim and content,
the second proposition is concerned with mode, of education.
On the whole, the term " culture" is probably better adapted
to expressing the whole task included in the pedagogical
problem since it indicates more plainly the form, that is to
say, the necessary inner conformity to law, of the development
of the human in man. The concept "culture" cannot be
derived immediately from experience but includes a deep
problem. To culture means to form or to bring to a peculiar
state of perfection. It therefore presupposes a notion of
what ought to be,-a notion of purpose. But, no less points
the concept "education," by focusing on the strengthening
of the will, to an end. We call the notion of something
which is not, but which ought to be, an idea; hence both
concepts, culture and education, lead to the problem of ground
ing the idea.

The validity of the idea in general is established by relat
ing it to the unity of self-consciousness which, on the one
hand, is the original basis of all experience and yet, on the
other hand, is not limited by experience since it may transcend
the object perceived with the idea of what it ought to be.

Everything in time is subject to the law of causation. But,
while to a certain extent this is also true of consciousness,
consciousness is connected with the moment of time not abso
lutely but, looking both backward and forward, assumes, so
to speak, a point of view above it. Hence it is able to relate
all events of the past, present and future with the non-temporal
idea of that which ought to be. To the external objects
of nature, to be sure, this mode of contemplation is not im
mediately applicable but rightly to us who have a conscious
ness of self. By this fact we are justified in regarding our
selves not merely as "nature," that is to say as objects of
experience but in saying that we relate our finite, empirical
being with, in a way measure it on, its infinite, trans-empirical
end,-the idea. Hereby the idea remains still intimately con
nected with experience since all contemplation, though it rise
to the standpoint of the idea, is always referred to experience
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58 PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

by its content. The idea merely represents the infinite mission
of experience itself. It prescribes progress step by step in
the finite but toward an end conceived in the infinite and,
consequently, empirically unattainable.

From what has heretofore been said it is obvious that for
Natorp an idealistic, philosophical foundation of pedagogy
is inevitable. And not only one or several of the philosophical
sciences are, in his opinion, necessary to the establishment of
this foundation but philosophy as an indivisible whole. The
generally accepted Herbartian view that two special branches
of philosophy, namely, ethics for the determination of the
aim, and psychology for the determination of the means, of
education, suffice as theoretical basis of pedagogy, he holds
to be an erroneous one. For, ethics legislates merely for the
will and, since education covers all essential directions of
psychic activity, logic, or the laws of thought, and aesthetics,
or the laws of creative imagination, should be included for
the sake of harmony,-a harmony which demands relative
independence of all components as well as reference to their
common end,-the idea. Again, the activities of thought and
of free imagination are, to be sure, dependent upon the will.
But they are, at the same time, subject to certain laws not
deducible from those of the will. Hence these activities may
be expected to have original relations with the idea, founded
upon their own laws,-a fact, not appreciated in the Her
bartian scheme. Not ethics then alone, but all three norma
tive sciences, must determine the task of education, and not
the psychology of the will alone but psychology as a whole
must regulate educational activity.

The part played by psychology, however, requires still
more exact definition. It is not correct to say that the norma
tive sciences give us merely the end and not at all the means
of education. By developing the whole content of conscious
ness as lawfully constructed, they describe in an objectively
generally valid form the normal progress of human culture.
Since the culture of mind consists of nothing more than the
conforming to it in accordance to their own laws (which,
however, are no others than the laws of mind itself), of the
worlds of objects and of science, morality and art, it is quite
possible to describe in a purely objective manner the whole con
tent of human culture as well as its normal progress on the
basis of the philosophical sciences alone, and without the aid
of psychology, which constitutes rather the science of sub
jectivity. In other words, Natorp holds that the generally
valid in pedagogy must find its theoretical basis in an objective
way of investigation that looks to ethics, logic and aesthetics,
for its supreme laws, whereas psychology, focusing on the
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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 59

subjective experience of the individual and being concerned
with the individualization of educational activity, is able to
advise us how to act not in the course of general educational
procedure, but only in a given individual case.

To this double foundation of pedagogy corresponds in a
way its chief division into a theory of the content of educa
tion and that of educational activity. In view of what has
been said above, consideration of the former must necessarily
precede that of the latter. General psychic development being
ultimately subject to the same general laws, it follows that
the special form of development in the individual must be
dealt with later. Again, supporting this view is the fact that
the content of education is not something simply given but
something which is ever in a state of becoming. It is this
process, objectively considered, that is to say, the development
of the world of objects without regard to subjective distinc
tions, which we call culture. In its objective aspects then
the content of education is identical with that of culture.
They both are aspects of one thing which we call culture,
when apperceived as the common property of a civilized com
munity; education, when we focus on the mental property of
the individual. Thus arises the need of studying them
together.

The systematic arrangement of the whole content of human
culture must, of course, be made to accord with the chief
directions of the culture work of humanity, ascertained by
philosophy as scientific, ethical and aesthetic culture, and as
corresponding to the three fundamental directions of con
sciousness which may be classed as cognitive and expressive
activities. From this division originates, in the sphere of
the intellect, the difference between theory and technic, knowl
edge, and the consequent subordination, of nature; in the
sphere of will, the difference between moral sentiment and
moral action and between individual and social mode of life;
in the sphere of aesthetic fancy, the difference between artistic
imagination and artistic creation. Religion, on the other
hand, as has been shown, has a peculiar development and
position of its own, although the content of all is drawn into
its service.

Natorp's idealistic philosophy does not admit of dualism in
any form. For him an antithesis between the social and the
individual does not exist. The isolated human individual,
like the atom of the physicist, is but an abstraction and is
indeed not truly man without society. Since all culture activity
is consummated on social ground, and since the factor of con
formity to law in the creation of the content of human culture
is the same for all, all created content of human culture is
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60 PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY

per se also social. Individual only is the limited extent to
which each one according to his abilities and circumstances
is able to partake of this common possession. On the other
hand, the process of acquiring depends wholly on the activity
of the individual. The social character of all culture content,
consequently, does not at all antithesize individual culture
activity but rather presupposes it. The community itself
exists only in the consciousness of the individual; it is con
structed in the individual consciousness by everything that
serves as material for the content of human culture. Accord
ing to the fundamental law of the unity and continuity of
consciousness, which permits of no content in isolation but
connects all contents and unites them in more and more cen
tral and comprehensive unities, it is not possible that in the
meeting of two such mental entities one remain isolated and
opposed to the other.

The essence of the concept (l Sozialpiidagogik" is the ac
knowledgment of the fundamental fact that "education of
the individual is in every respect conditioned by the com
munity as much as reversely a human formation of the com
munity is conditioned by an accordant education of the indi
viduals in it." The social conditions of culture and the culture
conditions of social life constitute the strictly uniform theme
of social pedagogy. The latter accordingly is not a second
discipline which supplements individual pedagogy. As op-
posed to this view Natorp's conception is a strictly monistic
one. All culture, he holds, is, on the one hand, social; on
the other hand, individual. But the purely individual aspect
of culture is a mere abstraction; the complete aspect of culture
is the social one. The latter includes the former and is not
added as an element from without.

The stages of organized education are three in number,
namely, the home, the school, and the free union of adults.
The fundamental principle in a social organization of educa
tional activity is that education for economic work, right from
the beginning, be organized So as to fit into the working spirit
of the community and to correspond to the systematic arrange
ment of the social activities; again, that education for political
activity correspond to the political life of the community and
cause the rising generation to grow into it step by step;
finally, the gradual maturing of reason in each member of
the community must coincide with his increasing participa
tion in the common culture work. This three-fold develop
ment is indeed effected in approximately corresponding ex
ternal forms of organization: ( I) The home, the family, as
cell of the economic organism, constitutes normally the basis
for the first step of social education. The home is the first,
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PAUL NATORP'S SOCIAL PEDAGOGY 61

most immediate community into which the human individual
grows. To the home, therefore, as Pestalozzi rightly main
tained, pre-eminently belongs education of the senses and of
the hand,-the accustoming to true and immediate work
which, at the same time, necessarily leads to the elementary
forms of intellectual, ethical, aesthetical and religious educa
tion. (2) To the second step, to the conscious direction
through the will,-to the stage of regulating practical as well
as theoretical reason, corresponds the form of school-organiza
tion. Here the mode of education is, and must be, a more
mediate one in order that the young may learn how to conform
to what is necessary without the presence of an immediate
stimulus. From this special task of the second stage in edu
cation arises the need of the whole external formalism which
marks school education and obviously resembles the formalism
of law. (3) The third stage, although the most liberal kind
of education, can nevertheless not entirely dispense with some
form of organization. We have it, in a to be sure as yet but
partial state of development, in the form of the university.
It is a legitimate demand, however, to ask for an extension
of the university so that all classes derive as much benefit
as possible. The establishment of people's universities and
university extensions, which would represent a true uni
versitas-a centre of liberal culture for all classes of adults.
is being discussed. Institutions of this sort, in their most
ideal form of development, would come closest to a realiza
tion of the Platonic demand that the whole social life of the
community be permeated with the highest mental, moral and
aesthetic culture which it is able to absorb. Common culture
work would then be the inevitable result of social life and,
reversely, also the strongest pillar of economic and political
community. The most profound task of the present age, con
fronted as it is by the problem how to bridge the deep chasm
between the upper and the lower strata of society, is that of
organizing liberal education for adults, more particularly for
the adults of the laboring classes, conducive to this end. This
includes the need that all efforts in this direction go hand in
hand with the efforts for the improvement of their economic
condition and of their political education.

A painting by the German artist Klinger, " Simplici W rit
ing Lessons," has been pointed out as representing in a sym
bolic way all that Natorp wishes to express. There we see
a boy, whom the brutes of the thirty years' war have scared
into the depth of a wild forest, snuggling close to an aged and
unsightly recluse who with his wiry fingers grasps the youthful
hand and attempts to instruct the strange boy in the by
himself long ago abandoned art of writing, while under the
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table, constructed of barks, the white, soft legs of the young
blood touch with the tanned and repulsively ugly ones of the
old man. "How there beams forth out of this counterpart
of life the felicity of brotherliness!" Natorp would say.
Here indeed is community; the genial intercourse of two
souls; the continuity of will. There, a human being, which
in all but memory had shyly secluded itself from all mankind,
overcomes at death's door the set habit of a life-time and
rises from the emptiness of voluntary solitude to the active
spirit of community. Here, a soul which in genial anticipa
tion divines how the life of human society is ever quickened
by this means of intercourse: the art of writing.

"To thee I bequeath what I have of earthly possessions! "
"Through thee I range myself a link into the chain of

humanity! "-these sentiments interlace here in the genial ac
tivities of two souls.
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